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PREFACE
Today, a signifi cant percentage of Americans turn to complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) practices. These range from biological -based products, which include herbal remedies, supplements, and traditional medicines, to noninvasive modalities such as massage, acupuncture, meditation, and yoga. Although many alternative modalities such as massage, yoga, and meditation are safe and may also have effi cacy, there are signifi cant safety issues regarding the use of herbal supplements and many traditional medicines (e.g., Ayurvedic medicines). A number of herbal supplements have been found to cause organ -specifi c toxicity, while other herbal supplements are capable of interacting both pharmacodynamically and pharmacokinetically with many Western drugs. Contamination of some Asian herbal supplements and Indian Ayurvedic medicines with heavy metals and possibly with undisclosed Western drugs is a serious public health hazard. Numerous herbals have been used for many years as traditional medicines and many appear to be safe when used appropriately.
Research has yet to show many to be as effective as pharmaceuticals, and this is an area in which considerable work is needed. We decided a book such as this was needed because of the cases of toxicity we have seen and the questions we each receive as clinical laboratory professionals. While we present both safe and unsafe herbal supplements, we emphasize the pharmacological interactions identifi ed between Western drugs and herbal supplements and the effects of herbal supplements on clinical laboratory tests. Other books and reviews discuss some of these issues, but there are few that discuss the effects of herbal supplements on clinical laboratory tests despite the fact that these tests are often the fi rst indicators of a problem, that is, toxicity or an unwanted drug -herb interaction.
This book is divided into fi ve parts. The fi rst part provides a general introduction to CAMs as well as an introduction to herbals considered safe versus those with a darker reputation. The second part provides more detailed information in an organ -or disease -based focus and delves into some of the traditional practices of which most allopathic professionals have limited knowledge. These are by no means intended to provide all that is known about these practices but to give a sound overview that one could use to engage patients and others in discussions about their use of such practices. Part III is dedicated to the key interactions between herbal supplements and various pharmaceutical drugs. Despite much play by the media several years ago, patients continue to mix herbals and pharmaceuticals without telling their allopathic providers. This often becomes the explanation of many unexpected drug reactions. Importantly, contamination of herbal supplements, especially those manufactured in various Asian countries, and Indian Ayurvedic medicines with heavy metals is a serious public safety issue. The metals found include, but are not limited to, lead, mercury, arsenic, and cadmium, and there are numerous case reports in the literature describing heavy metal toxicity following consuming such supplements. In addition, more than a few products have been found to contain signifi cant amounts of pharmaceuticals. Part IV (Contamination) addresses these important points. Part V discusses various analytical techniques used in the investigation of herbal remedies.
This book is dedicated to healthcare professionals who we hope will fi nd it valuable in their practice of medicine. We thank our authors for taking time to conduct thorough literature reviews and we respect the opinions their work derived. We have tried to provide an unbiased, literature -based opinion on each herbal supplement. Most importantly, we thank our spouses for putting up with us during the time we worked on this project.
